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Introduction
Over a number of years, UK public-service reforms have led to the removal of responsibilities from local authorities and other government agencies and the allocation of these to separate quango and specialist organisations.  Bodies including the Royal Mint and Passport Office have been established outside their parent central-government departments.  In education, further and higher-education colleges were removed from public control and managed by new separate corporations.  Within the school sector, school governing bodies were reformed and empowered and schools themselves were given greater independence from local authorities.
 
As public organisations delivering key education services, accountability is central in                                                                                                             the operation schools (James et al, 2014). Theoretically, headteachers as chief executives are accountable to governing bodies which have a leadership and strategic role in schools. Headteachers as are responsible for putting strategy into practice and there is a formal mechanism of accountability to enable them to do this.  This mechanism is the ‘headteacher’s report in meetings of the full governing body. For effective accountability, governors need to challenge and scrutinise the information given to them by headteachers and there needs to be effective governance arrangements in place (OPM and CIPFA, 2004). The paper reviews the operation of accountability in school governing bodies focusing on both the headteacher report and also the practices of accountability as these are important for effective governance. The paper is divided into three parts. The first outlines the theoretical background around the dramaturgical perspective, theatres and performances in relation to accountability (Oswick et al., 2001). Next, data from interviews with a number of headteachers and chairs of governors concerned with the operation of accountability is presented. This is evaluated in part three to determine the extent to which headteacher accountability and the practices of accountability enable effective accountability (Clarke et al, 2007; Baxter, 2015).  The findings suggest that accountability within school governing bodies is undermined by managed and staged performances. This finding has important implications for accountability as those who have responsibility are not always fully accounting for these. This finding is relevant within the context of school governing bodies and has wider implications for the governing boards and bodies which exist across many public and third sector organisations.

Accountability and Theatrical Performances 
The concept of accountability is central to public-service organisations as those who have been given responsibilities or elected to public positions are obliged to provide an account of their performance (Wright et al, 2012).  Much academic work has been undertaken about the concept of accountability and its ties with democracy.  With the shift to new forms of governance, Pierre (2009) questions the impact that changing accountability frameworks is having on democracy and there are issues about the extent to which public bodies fully account for their activities. There are a range of types of accountability including accountability to those financing the service, to users, to employees and so on (Mulgan, 2009) and clearly accountability in one form does not exclude another (Andreeva et al, 2014, p.351). Further the complexities can mean that “being accountable in one form often requires compromises of other sorts of accountability”.

 
The seminal work of Gray and Jenkins’s (1985, p.138) highlights the way effective accountability should operate.  The accountee is liable to “present an account of, and answer for, the execution of responsibilities to those entrusting those responsibilities”. Accountability therefore involves the accountor or steward (the person who is responsible and liable for making an account) and the accountee or principal (the person entrusting responsibility and to whom the account is presented).  A third party  is the code upon which the “relationship is struck and by which it is maintained and adjudicated”.  At the end of a pre-arranged period of time, the accountor presents an account of their performance to the accountee.  The account is delivered in line with agreed codes, including the level of detail.  Once presented, the accountee can review performance and confirm their satisfaction, seek modifications, and improve performance or may end the relationship.  Giving the account does not necessarily involve the steward answering questions about why particular activities happened or did not.  It is the “being held to account” which requires a participative active audience seeking answers to questions around key activities.

Gray and Jenkins’s (1985) maintain that there are two under-researched elements of accountability - the presentation of the account and the existence of the codes which underpin the accountability relationship.  It might be argued that thirty years on, research on both of these elements is still limited.  For example, there is insufficient research on accountability in practice in forums including boards and governing bodies where trustees and governors are effectively those charged with scrutinising chief executives and other senior officers. Cornforth and Brown’s (2013) recent research and Cornforth’s earlier work (2003) focuses on the third sector and there is a need for evidence relating to accountability in public services as well.  Mulgan (2009) highlights that the concept of accountability has been extended in new ways to include elements of responsiveness to consumers.  Currie et al (2005) highlights tensions for managers in public sector organisations - concerned with the need to ensure both accountability and efficiency whilst at the same time producing better stakeholder outcomes.  Farrell and Law (1999) also noted particular difficulties with aspects of accountability for school governing-bodies. These involve problems with ineffective annual meetings where parents were not active participants. The under-researched aspects of accountability, in particular the “being held to account” and the codes of accountability provide the focus for this paper.

In relation to the actual presentation of the account, Gray and Jenkins (1985) focus on how the account is delivered, where it is delivered, levels of audience participation and the extent of questioning. These elements all shift accountability towards being ‘held-to-account’ rather than “giving an account”.  The former involves questioning, participation, involvement and audience interest.  The focus on the presentation of the account is called the dramaturgical approach (Goffman, 1959).  Here, ‘actors’ engage in ‘performances’ in different situations for ‘audiences’ in order to shape their views and provide the ‘definition of the situation’.

The second area which has been neglected is that of codes of accountability (Gray and Jenkins, 1985, p.140).  These are a “system of signals, meanings and customs which binds the parties in a stewardship relation and governs the liability of the steward to present an account of the conduct of his stewardship”.  Codes refer to the customs which govern behaviour and they can signal the nature of the relationship between the steward and the principal.  Codes can be used to shape the communication of the steward’s account which can facilitate or hinder understanding by members of the audience receiving the account.  These codes are an important part of the shift from ‘giving an account’ to “being held-to-account” and reveal significant issues with regard to the nature of the accountability relationship.

Mangham (2001 p.295) argues that the use of the theatre metaphor “is an invaluable but untapped resource for scholars and managers trying to understand what goes on in organisations”.  Mangham (2001) argues that the presentation of the account and the codes which underpin it, can make accountability appear similar to a theatrical performance where accounts are presented with little participation or involvement and papers are distributed just before performances which does not permit understanding or questioning. If the operation of governing bodies can be likened to a theatre performance, with very little involvement and participation, then accountability in practice can only be described as weak.


Oswick et al (2001) use the ‘organising is like theatre’ metaphor.  Accordingly, the activities undertaken by those performing are well organised and planned and there is appropriate audience participation. Boje et al (2003 p.3) highlight that the ‘organising is like theatre’ approach is one in which ‘professional actors (consultants, managers and human-resource people) stage tailor-made plays with professionally-written scripts for a specific organisation’.  The authors highlight that performances “involve both actors and audience in a common definition and collaborative maintenance of the situation” Boje et al (2003 p. 1).  Mangham (1990 p.107) further emphasise the collusion which can exist between the participants – “a successful performance is the result of a triadic collusion between the author, actor and audience”. It is a process which is adapted as the performance is taking place.

There is some existing research in the area. The dramaturgical perspective has been used by Clark and Mangham (2001) where the operation of a bank is examined. Here, the theme and plot have been developed by senior managers and staff and questions are answered in the way they have previously been rehearsed.  Walker and Monin (2001) used Burke’s (1989) ‘dramatic pentad’ as an analytical framework to analyse a major (and well publicised) corporate event in New Zealand which, they argue, is symbolic of social responsibility in action. Burke’s (1989) framework included aspects of the performance - the act (what happened), the scene (the physical, geographic and culture milieu of action), the agent (the identity of participants and the role they play), the agency (the means used to accomplish the action) and the purpose (the intended effect. Studies of professionals in health have found that in order to keep up the appearance of being ‘professional’ in care situations, staff performed according to prepared roles (Morgan and Krone, 2001).  Crowther et al’s (2001) research in the regulation industry, indicates the prominence of rituals, acting out scripts, little audience participation and repetition in the style of regulatory meetings and reviews.

There is insufficient evidence about the relevance of the dramaturgical perspective in other public organisations.  However, there is research around the relationship between Chairs and Chief Executives and the operation of boards. Stewart (1991) surveyed managers about their roles and relationships with NHS chairs. Observations were undertaken of relevant meetings and interviews. The findings indicate that the Chair-Chief Executive relationship is important in “affecting the contribution that each can make to the organisation.  A relationship which worked as a partnership seemed to make for a synergy of effort that was more productive than where the two did not work together so closely”. A US study by Zajac and Westphal (1996) into the power and dynamics of boards found that Chief Executives are more likely to recruit new board members who were passive rather than an active in previous boards. In the recruitment of new Chief Executives, board members are most likely to select new senior managers who have had an active rather than a passive role in managing previous organisations. Both of these findings suggest a preference for active chief executives and passive board members. 


There is also literature on board operations within the education and the wider UK public-sector. Farrell’s (2005) review of school governing bodies highlighted the low level of involvement of board members in strategic decision making. Farrell’s (2014) more recent work in this area supports the lack of involvement of school governors in school decision making. Edwards et al’s (2000) review of budgeting and strategy within schools also finds that for the most part, it is only a minority of governors who have embraced their management and leadership responsibilities with enthusiasm. Here, it was the senior management teams rather than the governors who were involved in these areas.  This finding also evident in the introduction of performance related pay in schools where headteachers were more involved in this than governors (Cutler and Waine, 2004).  Harrison’s (1998 p.147) work on NHS boards concluded that “despite initiatives to improve the corporate performance and accountability of the boards of NHS bodies…boards appear to take inadequate steps to secure successful policy implementation and remain unclear about the ambivalence towards matters of accountability”.  Fundamentally, board members were unsure of their responsibilities and were not effectively undertaking the scrutiny role. Rowe and Sheperd’s (2002) study in health care found that despite opportunities for involvement, the distribution of power was heavily weighted towards professionals. Hodges et al (2004) found similar findings, where they noted issues with regard to the control of the agenda by those who organise the meetings and a board member perception that they had a weak level of influence. In another study of hospital trust boards, Mueller et al (2003) developed five categories of activities undertaken by board members - challenging, critiquing, mediating, cautioning and defending.  These range from maximum involvement (challenging) through to minimum (defending). Not surprisingly, those board members most likely to defend the medical profession were those with professional backgrounds and those most likely to challenge were those promoting league table rankings and financial discipline and these members were less likely to be part of the profession. Addicott’s (2008) study of heath boards also highlights the low participation of board members in strategic issues. In this study, the author attributed this to the dominance of central government targets undermining the work of the board. 

Cornforth (2003) provides a review of governance by boards including their activities, power relationships and the impact of governance structures. Covering a range of public and third sector boards, the key findings indicate that some boards are more active and accountable than others.  The activity of boards in practice is a relatively new area for academic research. Skelcher (1998) conducted a review of ‘the appointed state’ and highlighted that the governance of the sector only began to receive academic attention in the 1990s. Mayo (2004, p.262), Chief Executive of the National Consumer Council, highlights the importance of governance for accountability.  In a MORI poll for the Higgs Review (2003), it is reported that board members felt that they lacked key important information upon which to make crucial decisions in organisations, seriously undermines the role of board members in securing accountability.  Farrell’s (2005, p.108) work has similar findings. Using school governing bodies, this research highlights that despite their empowerment in management and leadership, this has not “led to governors having a significant level of strategic involvement in schools”.  The wider issue which this work draws out is the difficulty which board members have in being effectively involved – they are normally voluntary and part-time and rarely have the significant levels of information which professionals do.  Ranson et al’s (2005) work also highlights issues about part-time volunteer citizens undertaking governance roles, including the unrepresentative nature of some school governors. As the ‘appointed’ state continues to grow, there is a significant need for more research into accountability in a range of public services. This paper now moves to review the operation of two aspects of accountability in practice.


The Presentation of the Account and Codes of Accountability
Research Approach
The governing bodies of individual schools in the UK have been in a leadership position in the management of schools since 1988.  They are responsible for the running of schools and are accountable to parents, local education authorities, to the inspectorate and in the case of the Academy schools in England, to their sponsors.  Headteachers, who manage the day-to-day activities, are accountable to governing bodies.  In the 1998 School Standards and Framework Act, the key roles of governing bodies were identified as being: setting the school’s strategic direction, securing accountability and monitoring and evaluating (including supporting and challenging).  Levacic (1995, p.1) argues that the governing body “sets the school goals and objectives, determines policy, allocates resources, monitors school performance and holds the professional managers to account.  The head teacher is the chief executive for policies determined by the governing body and is accountable to the governing body for their implementation”. Governing bodies therefore have a leadership role in schools, they are charged with monitoring and evaluating school performance and the development of strategies for improvement.

In order to identify the extent to which there is effective accountability within governing bodies, this section of the paper reports the findings of 24 hour long interviews with headteachers and chairs of governors in 7 primary and 5 secondary schools.  All of the interviews and observations were conducted in Wales during the period 2010-2013 and were taped and transcripts written up. To obtain a diverse sample of interviewees, 10 out of the total of 22 local authorities were selected to conduct interviews in, chosen on the basis of geographical spread and their urban/rural make up.  Visits were made to these authorities, and following these, twelve schools were selected to conduct interviews.  Interviews were semi-structured and were intended to explore the two areas of the presentation of the account and second, the codes of accountability. The objectives of the interviews were two fold: to identify the views of headteachers and chairs of governors about the purpose of the headteacher’s report; and secondly to gather information about two aspects of the organisation and administration of governing bodies which are relevant to the codes of accountability. These are who is responsible for setting the agenda for the meetings and secondly, when are meetings scheduled. Both of these are concerned with the principles of good governance.

The Presentation of the Account: Headteacher Accountability
There are a number of presentations of accountability in schools.  First, there is the accountability of the school governing body to parents.  In this arena, the school governing body present themselves to parents and provide their Annual Report.  Since 2013, this aspect of accountability has changed where governing bodies still need to produce an Annual Report but they do not need to hold a meeting to present this (Welsh Government Guidance 104/2013)). Second, headteachers are accountable to governing bodies for the conduct of school and in each governor meeting, they provide an account of their performance to governors.  This second part of headteacher accountability provides the focus for this part of the paper. Headteachers are accountable to governing bodies for the management of the school and it is the clear intention that they formally account for this within governing body meetings. 

From the headteacher interviews, the majority of heads reported on their accountability to governing bodies.  Examples include “they’re my bosses”, or “the buck stops here” and 

“I feel accountable to the governing body so, for example, with target setting, the governors come back to me with questions and I indicate why some target has not been achieved.  I feel accountable for everything in the school’. 

Some perceived their accountability to the governing body in terms of “they hired me, so they can fire me”.  One of the secondary headteachers said that he was accountable to governors for school finance, pupil progress, pupil behaviour and welfare.  In addition, he also felt personal accountability and this is relevant at the time of the annual pay review where:

“I have to go along and justify what I’ve been doing for the last twelve months and how that has impacted on the school”.  

Another felt accountable to a much wider group of stakeholders which included:
 
“everybody really, the children first and foremost and the others that I should be most accountable to is obviously parents, the governing body, the authority and then obviously the Welsh Office”.  

The headteacher of another school argued that the 

 “main purpose of the governing body is to force the headteacher to account for their actions to an independent outside group”. 


Some headteachers mentioned their accountable to 

“the clients, the parents and the pupils because they are able to learn…to the community and the LEA”.  

Another said that he personally feels accountable to “the governors and the children” whilst another said that her accountability is to the community “whether it be parents or interested people who live in the area and Councillors”.

Whilst the majority of headteachers recognised accountability to the governing body as a whole, one mentioned her accountability to the Chair. She said accountability is 

“to the Chair as representative of the board. It is with him I discuss issues and with the vice-chair.  The three of us discuss things quite often”. 

A small minority of headteachers expressed accountability to local authorities. Another said that he felt accountable to 

“loads of people’, children and parents first, governors and staff second and third. The local authority would be further down the list”.

Most headteachers reported the high level of support they receive from governors.  For example, one said that the governors 

“are very supportive in terms of what you want to do and in the sense that they’re willing to listen and get involved.  Sometimes they don’t always agree with everything and tell me so”.  

One said that his governors provide “security for the role of leadership”. Another felt that the relationship with the governing body is about accountability and that it is conducted in a spirit of mutual support. A Chair said that he sees the role of governors as one of support and also monitoring professional practice. Some headteachers felt that governors were unsure about their role in relation to accountability. This headteacher said that: 

“I am unsure about whether the governing body share these feelings of accountability, or are actually aware of their responsibilities: I’m not actually sure if governors realise the extent of their responsibilities”.

When asked about the mechanisms by which they provided their accounts, the majority of headteachers highlighted the importance of the headteachers’ report in governor meetings.  The mechanisms of accountability are important as accountability is not just about giving information. This has to be questioned and challenged to shift accountability to “being held to account”. As Ranson and Stewart (1989) highlight, accountability also concerns the need to provide the account and for participants receiving the ‘account’ to question the information provided.  One headteacher said that: 

“I read through my report and they are invited to question it and even interrupt me during it, say asking me to provide more detail”.  

He said that governors do interrupt him and ask questions.  

Another said that governors ask questions about his report and highlighted that:

“it’s a written report, received by them a week in advance, I will then speak ad-lib through the report, answer any questions. I am questioned about it.  Some of the questions seek clarification, understanding.  Governors don’t always agree with things that I’ve written down and will say so”.

Whilst the headteacher’s report is considered an important mechanism of accountability, the extent of governor involvement in questioning it is not extensive in the vast majority of schools. For example, one headteacher said that 

“I present my report to governors and highlight certain things I think are more important than others but always at the end of the report the Chair asks the governors if more detail is needed on particular items etc.  Also, I am quite happy for them to ask questions as we go along.  I don’t think governors have ever said that they are unhappy with what they are told or they feel things are hidden from them. The report allows me to inform governors about what is going on with staff and pupils and also the successes of the school”.  

Another said that she accounted to governors in her report and that governors could phone her if “things were not going well”. She said that governors have not ever done this. Another headteacher said that her report was delivered to 

“keep governors in touch with the day to day things that go on. When governors come to a meeting they can ask questions or raise issues that they want to ask about, but it’s all set out so clearly that most of the time they don’t need to ask questions”.

To another of the headteachers, the report was also about providing information, rather than promoting accountability.  This statement suggests that in this school, the headteacher’s report is about “giving the account” rather than “being held to account” (Gray and Jenkins, 1985). This headteacher said that 

“firstly, I feel that if people have knowledge, they have power, so I try to make sure that everybody is informed of decisions as quickly as possible, so there’s vast quantities of paper that fly around to make sure that everyone is aware of what is going on”. 

This headteacher’s views of accountability are about the provision of information to both governors and parents.  He provided an example of this – 

“there’s been a couple of incidences lately where people are concerned about things that are going on with the new school build. Governors and parents wanted to have an open meeting.  I tried to explain by newsletter in the end, because there were several complaints, that I wasn’t prepared to have an open meeting at that moment because they were asking questions that I wouldn’t be able to answer but I would rather keep them informed”.


The Chairs of some bodies were unclear about the importance of the headteacher’s report in accountability.  When asked about whether he felt that the headteacher accounted in her headteacher’s reports in the governing body meetings, a chair said that 

“I don’t see it as accounting I see it as information”. 

The Chair of another governing body also failed to recognise the importance of the headteacher’s report. This Chair said that the report contains a “mixture of things that are happening in the school”. This issue is more prominent in primary schools than in the secondaries where there is greater awareness of the need to include more than ‘news’ stories in the report. For example, a secondary headteacher said that in her report, she provides information to governors about performance and progress in relation to targets. She also presents the pupil attendance data. When asked about the extent of questioning from governors about this information, she reported that she has noticed a change over recent years where there are more likely to be questions now than ten years ago. The evidence of greater questioning from secondary governors was apparent in almost all of the schools. 






Codes of Accountability: The Organisation and Administration of Governing Bodies
Moving on to the codes of accountability, these can serve to encourage or discourage involvement and governor participation and are part of the codes by which accountability is promoted or not. The two selected are agenda setting and timing of meetings.

Agenda Setting
In many schools, local authorities provide the agenda for the full meetings and send the paper work relating to this to governors in advance.  Individual governing bodies rarely add to the standard agenda. Where they do, the process of getting an item on the agenda is one in which they contact the chair and this person contacts the local authority in advance of meetings.  In some authorities, at least three governors are needed to have an item put on the agenda.  This system ensures that chairs of governors are not the sole mechanism and that governors can, if they wish to, have items added.  Across all of the schools, the vast majority of chairs reported that governors have only rarely used either of these procedures. The result is that the vast majority of agendas for governor meetings are driven by local authorities.  

Local authority dominated agendas were particularly prevalent in rural areas. One headteacher commented that in his school only “rarely is the agenda added to and most certainly, the majority of governors don’t”. Another said that although 

“there is a system for putting items on the agenda, our governor meetings are open and we have a full discussion.  If somebody has an issue, we are prepared to discuss it, but we tend not to waste time”. 

A chair highlighted that she has never had to contact the clerk to add to the agenda, indicating that the governing body is adopting a standard agenda.  In contrast, in two primaries in the urban authorities, the authority role in relation to the setting of the agenda was less dominant. The agenda was more likely to be set by the individual school with standard local authority matters added to this.

In the governing bodies where the local authorities set the agenda, this was approved by the chair before meetings and items added if required.  One headteacher reported that he had mixed feelings about local authority agenda setting.  This headteacher said 

“I suppose that it is a reminder of things that need to be covered but there is no reason that we shouldn’t generate that for ourselves”.

 A number of headteachers reported that they found that the local authorities role in distributing the agenda very helpful. In some schools, headteachers felt that whilst the agenda is determined by the LEA, it is “a fairly standard annual agenda with the same issues arising in most meetings”. They believed they could use ‘any other business’ if there was an issue that the school needed to include.
 
Most interviewees felt that the main business of the governing body was concerned with “new legislation and the like”. The agenda itself can be extensive and can

“cover about 4 sheets of A4, then all of the papers are colour coded and at the side of each item, it will indicate ‘information, decision, approval”.

Some schools use the Clerk to brief governors on the background to specific items. One school’s Chair said that “the agendas are generally fixed for us…and so we just get the reports which have gone to the Committees of the local authority”. This chair felt that his body should be more active in “setting our own agenda”. There was concern in some schools at the length of the agendas. In schools which were using the standard authority one, interviewees reported that there were between 15-30 items on it. One chair argued that because of this long agenda 

“some really important items can be hidden deep in documents and we’re just flicking through them saying ‘accept’, ‘accept’, ‘accept’.  Some items may not be dealt with appropriately”.

Strategies for including school items on agendas varied. In some schools, it was via the head’s report that issues specific to the school could be raised. In other schools governors used ‘Any Other Business’ to raise items themselves. A headteacher said that

“we use AOB for anything that is topical.  We used AOB to discuss the current head’s departure and retirement. We don’t like hard and fast rules about using AOB”. 

In schools where headteachers and chairs of governors felt they were able to determine the agendas, it was typically the case that these schools had a different relationship with their authorities.  This may have been due to their voluntary aided or foundation status or they may simply have decided to clerk their own meetings.  In one of these schools, the chair was clear that the governors were responsible for setting the agenda and for leading meetings. She felt that this his resulted in a much more school-focused agenda, whilst still ensuring that governors were aware of wider directives and legislative obligations. Where schools determined their agendas, this is normally led by headteachers in consultation with chairs.

The Timing of Meetings
Two aspects of the timing of governing body meetings are of interest here: the first issue is when the main meetings of the governing body take place in relation to sub-committee meetings, and the second is the timing of the actual main meetings themselves. Good practice suggests that there should be a time lapse between the sub-committee and governing body meetings (Cornforth, 2001). This allows papers to be prepared and issues to be fully investigated prior to the full meeting of the governing body. Across the twelve schools, in five of these, there was a reasonable amount of time between sub-committee and main governor meetings.  Typically, this was about one to two weeks and the gap allowed governors, whether members of committees or not, to be involved in all decisions.

However, in seven of the schools, sub-committee meetings were scheduled to take place just before the main meeting.  For example, in one school the finance sub-committee was scheduled to take place at 6.30pm to finish by 7.00pm when the governing body was planned.  The advantage of this system is that governors are not coming into school twice – once for the sub-committee and once for the main meeting. However, it clearly has two limitations.  First, the discussion that takes place in the sub-committee meeting itself may be time restricted, thereby discouraging governor involvement and participation. The second is that the governing body as a whole will have had little time to be involved in the decision making process or fully consider the proposals being put forward. Scheduling the sub-committee meetings of governing bodies just before the main meeting does not promote governor involvement and hence accountability as there is insufficient time for preparation and deliberation of key issues.

The second issue of concern is the time at which the main meeting takes place.  Whilst a number meet in the evening, in many schools, the governing body meets just after the school day. A 4pm start was thought to be suitable for co-opted and local authority governors and clerks coming into schools. One of the headteachers reported that whilst the 4pm start had many advantages, it resulted in the recruitment of more female than male governors as the females are more likely to be the primary carers and ‘at home’ during the school day. In another school, which had a 6.00pm start, the chair reported that 

“there is not full attendance at meetings as governors are working and can’t get there for 6pm when the meeting starts”. 

Curiously, there was no reflection on whether changing the time would encourage attendance. Of the twelve schools included in this research, evening meetings occurred in seven, a 4pm start in three and either a morning or lunchtime start in the remaining two. The timing of the meeting is an issue which can impact negatively on the attendance of existing governors and possibly discourage other potential governor from coming forward. Any reduction in governor attendance clearly reduces the extent to which governors can be fully aware of their responsibilities and hence accountability.

The Theatricality of Accountability: The Operation of Governing Bodies in Schools

The allocation of leadership responsibilities to school governing bodies has led to new responsibilities and accountability. Meetings of the school governing body provide one of the mechanisms for headteachers to provide an account to governors.  This paper sought to identify the extent to which the performance presented in school governing bodies restricts the proper working of accountability. Using data relating to the presentation of the account, there is not strong evidence to suggest that governors participate and are involved in accountability. Whilst the legal accountability of headteachers to governing bodies is recognised by the majority of headteachers, most governors do not raise sufficient questions or fully undertake the scrutiny role in order to fully participate in accountability.  There are many headteachers who appear to receive strong support from their governing body.  Headteachers reported a lack of governor awareness of the official position of governing bodies and the significance of the official report. The “giving an account” element of accountability is clearly more prominent than the ‘being held to account’ in the majority of schools (Ranson, 1986).

This paper has also examined the codes which underpin accountability.  In order to gain an understanding of codes in school governance, two of the practices around the operation of the organisation and administration of governing bodies have been focused on.  These practices can reveal issues about the codes of accountability and can serve to undermine or promote effective accountability and governance (Watson, 2011). The areas examined were agendas and times of meetings. In many schools, local authorities are central in setting agendas and these are rarely added to. This control of the meetings may reduce an individual governor’s interest in governance as they may not feel that their involvement matters. This control over the agenda was observed by Dalton and Dalton (2005) in their experiences of company directorships. In some governing bodies, agendas are long and dominated by local authority issues.  Finally, the timing of meetings can affect governor participation. For the most part, governor availability was not a consideration in setting the times for meetings. These findings support the earlier conclusions presented by Hodges et al (2004 p.395) where aspects of the AGM of health trusts were controlled, including the agenda. This could be to “limit the extent to which issues could easily be raised by the participants”.

To what extent can the operation of the accountability of headteachers and the practices around governor meetings be likened to performances at the theatre? In governor meetings, there is a performance on the stage by actors, made up of headteachers and governors. There are certainly elements of what Oswick et al (2001) call, ‘organising is like theatre’ where the performance is planned and organised and scripted. The planning, the organisation and the preparation of scripts are all part of ensuring the performance goes well. As evidenced above, having meetings at key times invites or excludes participation. In this research, it is clear that certain governors can be excluded from meetings due to the scheduling of these (for example, those who are employed).  The actors are all in the performance together and there is a hope that the ‘show’, in this case, the governing body meetings, can be delivered successfully. The local authorities have a part in the organisation of the ‘show’ and this can be associated with the over involvement of clerks, or agendas which have been presented by authorities rather than schools. The authors of the performance are the headteachers or the authorities, depending on who has controlled, or put forward the agenda.


There are some issues to consider in relation to the use of the theatrical metaphor. The first of these relates to the scripting. It could be argued that whilst the words delivered are scripted by some actors, the performance may not be so organised.  Other governors can query, question and present new issues to those performing. Whilst there is not much evidence that governors participate widely at this level (Farrell, 2005), the delivery of unscripted lines is a possibility. This limits the relevance of the theatre metaphor. The identity of the audience is another issue to consider as part of the metaphor. The audience could be the parents/pupils of the school, the governors, the inspectors or a combination of these individual groups. It is a possibility that those delivering the performance are aware of the different audiences at different times. In this way, it is likely that prior to a school inspection, performances are about ensuring that all aspects of the school’s business have been fully considered in line with inspection frameworks. At other times, the performance may be more focused on getting parental support.  Thus the context of the performance might be an important issue to consider in relation to the identity of the audience in terms of who it is being delivered for.

Mangham’s (1990) work highlights that performances can be the result of collusion between the author, actor and audience. In this context, there are authors and actors.  The authors are either the headteacher or the local authority, depending on who has put forward the agenda.  Who is the audience of the show? It might be argued that the audience includes everyone who is receiving the information from governor meetings. This includes parents, local communities, inspection agencies, local and national government and so on. There is evidence from the existing literature that the role of some of these audiences is to receive information and not ask difficult questions (Farrell and Jones, 2000). Local communities do not have any official mechanism of accountability to hold governors to account and therefore rely on schools to “give accounts”. Clearly, the official role of the inspection agencies is to require evidence of high standards, so there is an expectation that these audiences are more involved in ensuring that governors are being ‘held to account’.  Aspects relating to the role of board members in promoting accountability is an issue which might be explored in terms of improving their effectiveness. This issue is one which was also raised by Cornforth (2001) in his study of board effectiveness and by Huse (2005) and Hodges et al (2004).

To return to Burke’s (1989) ‘dramatic pentad’ in framing this analysis the act is, obviously, the governing body meeting and the scene is the school. The agent is a little more ambiguous, but the key role is played by the head teacher as senior ‘professional’ and ‘leader’, clearly not ‘first among equals’. Perhaps of more interest is the agency and the purpose. Turning to the purpose first, this is driven by legislation to provide an account to parents and the local education authority. The agency, however, is arguably subversive of the purpose; the amount of information, the limited time, the timing of meetings and the late submission of reports, all mitigate to subvert democratic accountability by subtly excluding governing body members (see also Walker and Monin, 2001).

Conclusion
This is a study of the operation of key aspects of accountability in the school sector. In terms of the two areas of focus for this paper, the presentation of the account and the codes of accountability, there are issues of concern.  The presentation itself appears to operate in the form of “giving an account”.  The codes around governor meetings seem to undermine governor participation and involvement and also reduce the potential of governors to effectively participate in accountability.  Low participation places governing bodies in a well managed stage performance. The governor role is to participate and play the required part. Using the dramaturgical lens, this represents weak accountability reflects badly on governor leadership of schools. If governors do not fully participate in accountability and are not significantly involved in questions or have opportunities for participation stifled, then their leadership of schools can only be described as weak.  As the findings of this paper indicate, it is headteachers as chief executives who are much more prominent in school leadership.

The finding that in the school sector, managers rather than governors play more of the leadership role is a significant one for a number of reasons. Firstly and most importantly, there is evidence here of weak accountability from chief executive to the board. This means that chief executives are central not just the management role but the leadership one too. Clearly, this leads us to question the existence of governing bodies and the individuals who are giving up their time. Whilst it is clear that the formal position is that governing bodies have a leadership role in schools, the evidence here suggests that this is not always the case. In any drive to provide governing bodies with additional powers, this must be considered. 
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